Introduction
Participation is an active process that enables young people's views and experiences to influence and contribute to appropriate and relevant decision making. Participation is not the tokenistic involvement of young people that has no meaning or significance for the organisation.
Young people are the lifeblood and future of most sports. Organisations have a moral duty to involve them in decision-making. Their right to participate and be involved is underpinned by Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, and is emphasised in both Working Together to Safeguard Children (2013) Chapter 2 and the Standards for Safeguarding and Protecting Children in Sport (2001) Standard 9.
In legal terms a child is someone younger than 18 years. However in this context many organisations extend this definition to include young adults (up to 25 years old) whose views and relatively recent experiences as young people are still relevant. Most young people are involved as participants in sport, but many have taken on other roles, as coaches, officials, event organisers, young leaders, or in other voluntary roles.
Some benefits of involving and consulting with young people: GUIDANCE It provides unique user/stakeholder views and ideas Organisations become more responsive to this core group, and more child-focused, with anticipated benefits in terms of retention within the sport It provides opportunities for young people to provide feedback and raise their own issues It ensures that plans, projects and materials are appropriate and relevant to young people Failing to consult young people and the absence of young persons' perspectives can result in wasted resources, time and effort These young people can contribute to the sports, and develop skills, experience and confidence through this process
The organisation can grow a valuable resource for consultation and involvement -in both the short and long term Young people are more effective in connecting with other young people in undertaking subsequent consultation or disseminating information
The organisation models respect for young people's views.
Core principles underlying the involvement of young people Young people's involvement must:
Be based on their right to be involved: particularly in decisions that will involve or impact on them.
Be based on honesty, openness and respect. The organisation should be prepared to hear, consider and where appropriate act on information, views and feedback that may challenge existing plans, perceptions and practice. Those involved need to be open about the boundaries and parameters of the young people's influence (e.g. to what degree the organisation can or will be open to feedback or suggestions on a particular subject); and clarify any 'givens' there may be that impact on the scope for change. Participation and consultation do not require the organisation to accept or act on all feedback from young people, but respect does involve ensuring that feedback is heard, seriously considered and, where deemed appropriate, incorporated into planning and reviews.
Have management support and backing. It is essential that plans and arrangements to involve and consult with young people have a management mandate.
Be meaningful, not tokenistic. There should be a clear purpose to the process which fits with the organisation's overall strategy, plans or aims. Involving young people for the sake of it achieves nothing; it risks alienating young people and damaging the reputation and image of the sport.
Be focused.
Make clear what the young people's role will be (e.g. establish Terms of Reference/role descriptions for on-going groups); what the outputs will be (e.g. a report presented to management and written by the young people or complied from their comments); focus on the unique perspective that children and young people can contribute in a range of different roles within the organisation.
Be adequately resourced. Involving young people requires resources -in terms of officer/staff/volunteer/s time; a budget (e.g. for venues, travel, materials, and refreshments); administration (e.g. for records, reports, practical arrangements such as booking venues, travel and so on); and rewards for/acknowledgment of young people's contributions (e.g. sports tickets, kit or other).
Address diversity and power issues.
Steps should be taken to ensure that potential obstacles to participation by particular individuals or groups are identified and addressed. Power differentials between adults involved and young people, and between different groups of young people, should be recognised and addressed. Clarify ownership and leadership of the group; and how differences of opinion will be addressed.
Build in feedback.
Arrangements should be in place to ensure that young people are kept updated about the way in which their feedback has been used, received, and about changes or decisions made by the organisation as a result their efforts.
Practical considerations
Despite the obvious differences between planning to engage young people in a single consultation exercise and establishing an on-going consultation group, many of the factors outlined below remain relevant in both instances.
Organisational 'fit': How will the involvement/consultation/participation process contribute to promoting the organisation's aims, developing plans or assisting reviews? Is there clear management commitment and support?
Purpose, tasks and role: Is this a 'one off' or single issue consultation process (e.g. seeking feedback on a website or a safeguarding leaflet) or the establishment of an on-going standing group (e.g. a sport's youth forum)? What is/are the role/s of the group (e.g. to produce or design of materials, comment on policy or practice issues, represent young people across the organisation, identify and advocacy on issues affecting young people within the organisation, develop ambassadors, communicate -to whom and how)? Are there identified outputs (e.g. a report or reports to management, suggested amendments to materials, or identification of issues the organisation should address)?
Focus: Will the group consider a range of issues affecting young people within the sport, or be safeguarding specific (which necessarily limits the agenda and scope)?
